FEET OF CLAY

"What's happened?" Gabriel asked.

"Madame la Gomtesse..."

"Well, what about Madame la Gomtesse?"

"She's fallen from the balcony. She's ... She's dead ..."

Gabriel uttered a loud cry, which Laverdure heard with satisfaction.
"Yes, it's all right," thought the huntsman. "That man won't give
himself away easily."

Gabriel set off at a run, then, after some hundred yards, slowed
down to a quick walk. As they went, Charlemagne repeated three times
the little he knew.

"Then we thought that Monsieur le Gomte must have gone to the
wood with Laverdure, as he sometimes does," he concluded; "and I
was sent to tell him. But Monsieur was further away than we thought."

In front of the chateau there was a sort of hushed and terrified ex-
citement; a group of servants and peasants was standing under the
balcony, looking alternately at the fallen stones and the gap in the
facade above.

"It looks solid enough," someone whispered, "but these buildings are
all old and rotten, and then one day this is what happens ..."

"Who found her?"

"Florent, it seems.  In her nightdress she was."

"Poor woman!"

"Go on, move off," said Laverdure, dispersing the group. "What
do you think you're doing behaving like this when the masters have
had a misfortune,"

Then he turned over the fallen stones to see if by any chance his
boot had marked them.

Gabriel had disappeared into the chateau.

Jacqueline's body was in the hands of Madame Florent and Madame
Laverdure. The two women, their eyes dimmed with tears, had already,
with the experience and despatch of peasant-women, begun laying out
the body and transforming the room into a mortuary chapel.

"Madame la Comtesse went to communion yesterday for Christ-
mas," whispered Madame Laverdure sniffing, "so she can't have had
many sins to take with her to heaven."

There had been so much going to and fro in the room, between the
door and the bed and the balcony, that it was impossible to recognize
any individual footprints on the parquet.

It was not face to face with the body, but face to face with old
Madame de La Monnerie that Gabriel had most difficulty in assuming
the right attitude. He adopted the solution of holding his head in his
hands and weeping. As his nervous system was utterly exhausted, he
found no difficulty in doing this, and it even did him good,

"When I think.. . when I think that I made her so unhappy..." he
sobbed, and then hurriedly took refuge in his room.
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